



The Politics of Ritual Form(ation) in Contemporary Mongolia 
 
Abstract  
This article explores the thing-like and seemingly externally-derived quality of ritualized action 
in ‘alternative’ medical settings in contemporary Mongolia. Engaging Humphrey & Laidlaw’s 
archetypal actions of ritual, the cultural rupture of the Soviet era presents a case study in which 
continuity of ritualized action cannot be assumed. Amidst the post-1990 (re-)construction of 
national culture occurs the making of ritual; elements derived from shared public knowledge 
become constituted in ritual more recently and frequently than can be accounted for by an 
aperture-like model, where previously external elements gradually filter in. Building on 
regional literature concerning loss of ritual form and recent syncretic innovation, I suggest that 
the affordances of form – mobility, iterability and malleability – capture the politics inherent 
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Following the transition from Soviet-style party-state to multiparty parliamentary system 
nearly three decades ago, Mongolia has been experiencing a ritual ‘renaissance’ of sorts. Seated 
in front of a small table or divining from one room buildings, fortunetellers dot the road leading 
to Gandantegchinlen Monastery in central Ulaanbaatar. Considered a form of worship (mörgöl) 
long ago, shamanism has not only surged in popularity but in textual canonization and 
shamanic community-oriented summer games (naadam) and rituals so that it is commonly 
thought to be “becoming a religion” (shashin bolj baina) these days. Many people are 
interested in exploring what several interlocutors described as their traditional cultural heritage 
(ulamjlalt öv soyol), the ‘deep past’ (Humphrey 1992) typically considered (partially) lost or 
forgotten over the nearly seven decades of Soviet-derived policies and cultural influences. 
 
Recent regional scholarship has taken up the task of modeling cultural change in relation to 
rupture and absent religious forms, practices and knowledge. Anthropologists have explored 
innovation as a result of absent knowledge (Abrahms-Kavunenko 2013; Swancutt 2012) akin 
to Sahlins’ (1999) ‘inventiveness of tradition.’ They have also focused on absence as a 
procreative force in magical technologies (Højer 2009) and on the “creation of new ways of 
living at a time of cosmoeconomic upheaval” (High 2017: 3). Such focus on people as agents 
of cultural change and innovation can be understood as one part of a larger dialectical 
relationship between structural constraints and practices (Ortner 2006; Sahlins 1985) – that is, 
how people both make their worlds and are made by them (Foucault 1978). This article focuses 
on the other side of that dialectic or, simplistically stated, how history makes ritual. It primarily 





Although anthropological approaches to ritual have varied widely, it has commonly been 
described as a type of event, and approaches to this end have ranged from performative to 
semiotic. Ritual has been theorized as a force that disrupts patterns and enacts social change, 
linking subjective worlds with larger historical processes (Seligman et al. 2008); in this vein, 
Stasch (2011) defines ritual as “poetically dense figuration of macrocosmic orders in 
microcosmic acts.” While anthropologists such as Bloch (1989), Turner (2006) and Rappaport 
(1999) have commented on the formalized, object-like and seemingly external quality of ritual, 
in this article I engage Humphrey & Laidlaw’s model1, as it most closely fits with the thing-
like quality of ritualized action across a wide range of healing settings in both urban and rural 
settings during the time of fieldwork from 2014 to 2016. In theorizing the quality of action that 
characterizes ritualized action, Humphrey & Laidlaw de-couple ritual from meaning, intention 
and religiosity. They characterize ritualized acts as apprehensible forms that seem exterior to 
oneself, waiting to be apprehended and possibly given meaning (1994: 101).  
 
However, a context marked by the cultural rupture of the Soviet era raises the question of how 
the archetypes of ritualized action are created in the first place. In other words, what makes 
ritualized action form-like if one cannot rely on institutionalization and continuity of practice?  
In contemporary Mongolia, ritualized action associated with shamanism, ‘spiritual’ practices 
and non-religious healing settings draws from a wide range of elements belonging to shared 
public knowledge. Building on recent regional scholarship concerning rupture, loss of ritual 
form, syncretism and innovation, this article focuses on the systems of power essential to the 
process of syncretization. As opposed to the relationship between ritualized action and the 
                                               
1 Their argument is engaged in Humphrey & Laidlaw (1994) The Archetypal Actions of Ritual. Oxford: 
Clarendon Press. and Laidlaw & Humphrey (2006) ‘Action’ in Theorizing Rituals: Vol 1: Issues, 
Topics, Approaches, Concepts (eds.) Kreinath J., Snoek J., & Stausberg, M. Leiden: Brill: 265-283. For 
ease of argument, throughout this article I refer to Humphrey & Laidlaw and, when cited, specify the 
1994 or 2006 publication. 
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shared public knowledge from which it derives modeled as an aperture-like opening into which 
‘external’ elements gradually filter in, the iterability, malleability and mobility of form 
illuminate the ways in which concepts and practices re-appropriated from shared public 
knowledge collide and associations re-order. By tracing the politics inherent to this re-ordering 
using contemporary Mongolia as case study, this article contributes both to regional 
scholarship and the anthropology of ritual.  
 
 
Political economy, cosmology and ritual revival in post-Soviet Mongolia  
 
Two recent trends in regional scholarship allow me to introduce the theoretical and conceptual 
approach taken here. First, anthropologists have highlighted the interrelation and irreducibility 
of political economic and cosmological forms (Pedersen 2011; Empson 2018; High 2017), 
joining wider movements in the discipline to consider cosmology not as static and totalizing 
back-drop but as inextricably interrelated with political and economic contexts and practices 
(e.g. Abramson & Holbraad 2014). For example, in his study of shamanism without shamans 
in Northern post-socialist Mongolia, Pedersen illustrates how the two dimensions of spirits and 
the market were both experienced as chaotic and, while remaining distinct, both were variations 
on the same state of unstable post-socialist transition. The “double sensation” of spiritual 
excess and post-socialist chaos collected in agsan, a “half-shaman,” drunken, uncontrollably 
violent man, of which the reader hears there were many in isolated and impoverished 
communities like Ulaan Uul. The problem was one of too many spirits unleashed and too little 
shamanic knowledge to control them, which Pedersen (2011: 37) describes as a lack of 
shamanic form: “a loss of things and entities recognizable as specific and predictable forms.” 
Although not making the same kinds of arguments necessarily, Empson (2018) and High 
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(2017) find common ground with Pedersen in their distancing from a Comaroffian ‘occult 
economies’ framework which would understand the cosmological as a ‘symbolic projection’ 
onto political economy, or that would situate shamanic revival as a reaction to “dealing with 
[the] uncertainty” (Buyandelger 2007) of post-socialist transition.2 For ‘ninja’ miners in central 
Mongolia, cosmological forms are “active and dynamic constituents of economic life” (High 
2017: 60) as taboos surrounding illicit gold money tie human and spirit realms. 
 
Building on such scholarship, my focus diverges in a few ways. In this article, I am not dealing 
with the ontological status of cosmological realms, but instead with ritualized action often, but 
not always, associated with such worlds. This is both a methodological and ethnographic point. 
Broadly speaking, my fieldwork explored the ways in which humans relate to landscape, the 
environment, and Nature, including cosmological constituents such as masters of the earth and 
water (gazriin ezed), nature spirits (lus, savdag) and ancestor spirits (ongod). I was not studying 
spirit worlds, but how the people I met and spent time with related to them. Furthermore, for 
my interlocutors –– the majority of whom were urban and rural ritual specialists but also 
included mobile pastoralists, small-scale entrepreneurs, politicians, miners and medical 
practitioners – the emphasis was not on what those entities are, but how to correctly relate to 
them.  
 
                                               
2 Buyandelger’s work (2013) concerns the revival of shamanic ritual form among Buriats as a response 
to the collapse of socialism and implementation of economic shock therapy. Shamanism “makes use” 
of capitalism to “mend the casualties of socialism,” ushering in histories alternative to colonial and state 
accounts (Ibid., 31). People experiencing misfortune as a result of rapid privatization, economic 
hardship, lack of infrastructure, inflation and political instability consult shamans for help, often 
verifying the truth of their claims by visiting other ritual specialists, further squandering already scant 
economic resources. Hangartner (2011: 5) situates the “resurgence” of shamanism with respect to the 
“ruptures of the postsocialist economy invading individuals’ lives.” Darkhad shamans in northern 




Second, I am taking a constructivist approach to the analysis of ritualized action. This is not to 
deny the existence of related cosmological entities as living constituents in their own right, but 
instead focuses on the historically contingent nature of their associations and embeddedness in 
social relations. For example, a different read on what counts as shamanic form illustrates not 
disappearance but active circulation by the state during the socialist period, albeit with different 
associations as, for example, propaganda detailing such ‘backwards’ practices. Pedersen (2011: 
209) recounts the story of one member of a traveling theatre troupe3 that performed politically 
correct shows across Mongolia. Playing the role of a “stupid and egoistic shaman” who would 
go into trance, the man actually became possessed and shamanized on stage, and thus the 
preventative measures against shamanic form taken by the state helped to facilitate its 
endurance. Here we see one of the ways in which shamanism circulated as form in vernacular 
(and in this case, practice) albeit under different circumstances and connotations from its pre-
Soviet pre-cursor. It is this re-ordering of associations, itself political in nature, that in turn 
influences ritual form that interests me here.  
 
A second trend in regional literature, also taken up in Pedersen’s Not Quite Shamans, concerns 
the (partial) loss of ritual form and innovation. Arguing that “socialism has created a 
topography of fragmented religious and partially empty forms” Højer (2009: 586) reveals how 
this absence of knowledge is procreative, in some instances becoming “intrinsic to magical 
technologies” (Ibid., 580) such as in the making of protective charms. Swancutt (2012) 
describes how Mongolian Buriats use “innovative remedies” such as divination and shamanic 
ceremonies to discern and ameliorate issues of fallen fortune, soul loss and so on. Such 
remedies produce new knowledge, necessary as the religious repertoire has not been preserved 
for a significant number of generations. Employing the relationship between invention, 
                                               
3 From Merli’s (2000) ethnographic film 
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convention and control modeled by Wagner (2016[1981]), the loss of ‘traditional’ knowledge 
and desire for social order drives Buriats to the invention of culture. Joining Swancutt (2012: 
51) in characterizing the Mongolian religious outlook as “syncretic,” Abrahms-Kavunenko 
(2015; 2012) describes the influence of Christianity and New Religious Movements on lay 
Buddhist beliefs and practices in terms of “eclectic hybridity” and bricolage. As Mongolians 
re-identify themselves with Buddhism, religiosity tends to be characterized by openness and 
eclecticism. Monotheism easily integrates into existing Buddhist conceptions as, for example, 
“cultural Buddhists” describe and relate to an interventionalist God who arbitrates future 
rebirths, a departure from orthodox Buddhist doctrine. One Kazakh interlocutor named Tulpan 
identifies herself as Muslim yet visits temples to receive advice from lamas and incorporates 
Hindu concepts from her exposure to the meditation group colloquially known as Sri Sri into 
her religious beliefs and practices (2012: 292).  
 
Considering form as an arrangement of elements – an ordering or patterning – as itself the stuff 
of politics (Levine 2015), how such ordering takes place no less than the associations certain 
elements ‘carry’ with them matter in people’s lives. Taking for example Tulpan’s identification 
with Kazakh ethnicity and Islam, the essentialized association of ethnicities with certain 
religions and territories was a political project undertaken by Soviet-style ethnologists such as 
Zhamtsarano and Badamkhatan. Descriptions of the traditions and religions of such ‘ethnic’ 
groups served to characterize them as ‘backwards’ nationalities (yastan) in contradistinction to 
‘ethnic’ majority Khalkha Mongols (Bulag 1998). A second example from Abrahms-
Kavunenko’s (2012) work concerns the stark rise in Christian missionary groups post-1990 
described as naturalized, global “flow” into a localized context. The politics involved in, for 
instance, in Evangelical churches using Buddhist terms when translating the bible into 




Picking up where such work on syncretism leaves off, this article focuses on the power relations 
inherent to processes of syncretization. Form assists in modeling the iterability, mobility and 
malleability of certain concepts and practices such as Christianity and ‘ethnic’ identity in the 
examples given here. A constructivist approach attuned to systems of power draws attention to 
the ways in which academics, national elites, party leaders and international institutions such 
as UNESCO have played a role in the reconstruction of national culture and ‘traditions’ 
throughout the 20th and 21st centuries.4 This has been documented in the examples of 
Traditional Mongolian Medicine5, shamanism6 and state-sanctioned mountain worship (Sneath 
2018; 2014). In a similar way, ritual form associated with healing settings underwent and 
continues to undergo changing affiliations throughout the Soviet era and today. The recent (re-
)creation of ritual is well exemplified in the practice of B egch, a Darkhad shaman (udgan) 
initiated 1967 at age 12. During the state socialist period, she spent much of her time on the 
                                               
4 Tsetsentsolmon (2014: 429) reminds that, along with the efforts of national elites and party leaders, 
UNESCO was influential in the promotion of Mongolia’s nomadic civilization as early as the mid-
1960s. Academics played a significant role in the institutionalization of shamanism as Mongolia’s 
national and foundational religion (Bumochir 2014). 
5 Janes & Hilliard (2008: 39)) trace the “creative reconstruction” of Traditional Mongolian Medicine 
(TMM) from its pre-1921 Buddhist medical past. Amid the severe decline in the health of the nation 
amid the economic crisis of the early 1990s, several biomedical physicians trained in alternative 
medicine in Korea, Tibet and China in order to better serve patients. This “eclectic mix of beliefs and 
therapies” (Ibid., 39) is what is known as Traditional Mongolian Medicine today. For Janes & Hilliard, 
the institutionalization of TMM directly relates to Mongolia’s post-socialist context driven by “state-
level concerns over national and/or ethnic identity, global economics, and international health 
development agendas which champion ‘traditional’ medicine as cost-effective and push market 
approaches to health care distribution” (Ibid., 36).  
6 While Bumochir (2014) argues for the institutionalization of shamanism in recent decades, Atwood 
(1996) illustrates how post-Enlightenment based interpretations of shamanism characteristic of the 19th 
and 20th centuries have led to the predominant trend to naturalize ‘shamanic’ characteristics of 
nomadism. The influential Mongolist Banzarov, and later Heissig and Bawden, employ Hume’s two-
tier model of religion, separating out philosophical readings of religion for the elite from the 
‘superstitious’ practices of the masses. Buddhist rituals are considered only philosophical in scope 
(concerned with nirvana and how to attain the good life, etc.), while apotropaic rituals (e.g. to ward off 
evil by spells) are considered shamanic. The former are considered to have contaminated the purity of 
the latter. Atwood offers examples such as apotropaic rituals like flour dolls and divination rites used 




road, visiting households to heal illness, clear away evil entities (har muu yum) and increase 
prosperity. “I do black, white, red and yellow rituals. But these are not separate, because I am 
doing them. So it’s all one,” B egch told me during our first encounter in the home of one of 
her disciples in a northern ger district of Ulaanbaatar. B egch continued to describe each ‘type’ 
of ritual during that first meeting, defining black rituals as those that protect against black 
things like curses. White are healing treatments, such as massage, bone and joint manipulation 
and setting (baria). Red rituals call for vodka, blood or raw meat and are done to protect life 
and defeat “really strong things” (aihtar hatuu yum). She described yellow rituals as related to 
Buddhism, involving sutras for example. “I do all of the rituals myself. There isn’t exactly a 
‘black’ ritual and a ‘yellow’ one. […] Originally, we never made these classifications between 
black, red and white. Now there are.” 
 
B egch was among several interlocutors to mention the construction of ritual categories within 
recent memory. During our interview, Enhbolt, a journalist who has studied shamanism 
extensively, noted that shamans training in the early 90s incorporated into their practices 
elements from the writings of the famous scholar O. Purev (1998), who studied a handful of 
Darkhad shamans, noting particulars down to the space between each button on the ritual tunic 
(deel). Read as instructions, such details have been reproduced in the making of countless 
Darkhad shamanic tunics following the surge in popularity of shamanism, most notably during 
the 2000 and 2010s. Enhbolt explained that a similar ‘bottleneck’ effect occurred in the Buriat 
tradition with Tseren zairan, a famous State Shaman openly practicing during the last decade 
of the state socialist period. Tseren created his own variations heavily derived from Buddhism 
and committed them to text. According to Enhbolt, whereas in the past “shaman’s rituals were 
never repeated” – that is, each shaman had different, individualized rituals – Tseren “made a 
textbook” for his disciples, teaching ritual like “the recipe for a pharmaceutical drug: ‘When 
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you call the spirit, use red string. You prepare these kinds of things like this. And then you read 
the incantation (tarni). Then you ring the bell like this’. In this way he gave pre-prepared things 
to his disciples. The next generation of disciples and those that followed exactly followed this, 
and now it cannot be undone.”   
 
Over the year I spent time with B egch, I saw her undertake each of the ritualized actions 
defined and reified as ‘black’, ‘white’, ‘red’, and ‘yellow’ in academic circles and wider public 
life: from massage to wiping raw goat meat on the walls of an apartment in central Ulaanbaatar, 
the inhabitant of which was haunted by a poisonous spirit (horloliin süns). I also saw her 
perform a fire worship7 as she read a Buddhist text in Tibetan, periodically sounding a bell and 
instructing the members of the family to add vodka, salt, and cheese curd one by one, finally 
lowering the chest of a sheep into the fire. I saw her twist strands of black and red thread 
together and whisper incantation to the rope made therefrom, which was then hung above the 
threshold of the home to protect against curses, gossip and evil entities (har muu yum). 
 
As illustrated here, the influence of particular shamans and academics have helped to shape – 
and sometimes make – ritual categories in recent decades. The re-appropriation and 
incorporation of elements belonging to shared public knowledge into such rituals – which may 
or may not be associated with religious practice – takes place as modeled by Humphrey & 
Laidlaw’s archetypal actions of ritual but occurs much more recently and frequently than their 
model accounts for. I turn attention now to that theory, apply it to my fieldwork and then show 
that it doesn’t quite take us there.  
 
                                               
7 B egch referred to this on varying occasions as fire worship (galiin tahilga), fire worship ritual (gal 




Archetypal actions of ritual and the making of healing rituals in Mongolia 
 
For Humphrey and Laidlaw (2006: 265-6), ritual as action departs from Durkheimian and neo-
Durkheimian conception of ritual as a system of communication – that is, ritual as the medium 
through which society ‘speaks to’ the members that comprise it. Whether the ‘social’ for 
Durkheimians, ‘cultural’ for Geertzians, ‘ideological’ for Marxists, ‘discursive’ or 
‘hegemonic’ for neo-Marxists, the ways in which the proposed meaning inside ritual comes to 
be compelling has been theorized in different ways without the pre-existing text-like quality 
brought into question (Ibid., 268). Humphrey & Laidlaw join others in theorizing ritual as 
divorced from pre-existing meanings and messages. Instead of pure activity devoid of meaning 
in the case of Staal (1979; 1983; 1986) or undertheorizing the difference between ritual and 
other modes of action in the case of Lawson & McCauley (1990), Humphrey & Laidlaw argue 
the attribution of meaning occurs as a response to ritual. Hinging upon a shift in intentionality, 
ritualization for Humphrey & Laidlaw is a potential of all action. They detail three fundamental 
aspects of their theory of ritualized action as: 
1. Non-intentional action. This is differentiated from intentions-in-action that 
characterize non-ritualized contexts, of reading the intentions of actions in order to 
make sense of them (e.g. “Is that person waving to me or hailing a taxi?”). In non-
intentional action, the identity of the action has been previously fixed. 
2. Stipulated by a set of constitutive rules derived from shared public knowledge (as 
differentiated from regulative rules). This means that the actions that ‘count’ are a 
series of pre-specified ritualized acts. Other action and elements can be added, the 
order can be changed, etc. 
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3. Elemental, or archetypal (not in a Jungian sense), quality is established by the ritual 
commitment. This requires that acts be seen as ‘given’ and lends a prescriptive 
ontology to ritualized acts (1994: 103). Bodily repetition as well as naming greatly 
aid in the act of transforming into ritualized action, as the name corresponds to a 
mental prototype that enables people to reproduce the act they have learned (Ibid., 
144).  
 
While the archetypal nature of ritual actions renders ritual forms more or less socially-
recognized as identifiable things, they are also easily personalizable by the actor. The existence 
of a single mental representation or prototype that actors consider as “out there” (1994: 136), 
regardless of how well it is known, or if known, followed, helps account for the variation within 
one ritualized action – how two people can perform the same ritual in different ways, or even 
how one person from one day to the next can perform the same ritual differently. In their work, 
ritualized actions are cognitively and linguistically treated as objects sharing the same essence 
(Ibid., 153), and while it could be the case that the same cognitive prototype for a given ritual 
exists for different people, it could also pertain to shared understandings of a particular ritual 
form more generally. This is to say that, for the sake of my argument here, a cognitive prototype 
is not necessary for the thing-like feel of ritualized action. 
 
Humphrey & Laidlaw’s model illuminates the thing-like quality of ritualized action in 
contemporary Mongolia not bounded by associations with religion nor ‘type’ of specialist. A 
cursory reading of ritual diversity there might suggest that each ‘type’ of practitioner – 
shamans, fortune-tellers, energy healers, bone-setters and practitioners of Buddhist medicine 
(otoch), for example – has ritualized action (zan üil, zasal) that informs the ways in which they 
are generally conceived. For example, shamans call and embody their ancestor spirits (ongod 
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buulgah), fortune-tellers (üzmerch) divine by ‘pulling’ (tatah) 21 or 41 stones, coins, shells, 
prayer beads or goat dung, or by ‘reading’ (unshah) or dice; practitioners of massage (bariach) 
administer massage and set broken bones; ‘folk’ healers (domch) work with home remedies 
(dom).8 Regardless of the variation within one ‘type’ of ritualized act – for example, the myriad 
shamanic invocation styles (even from one séance to the next, for a single shaman) or the varied 
ways in which 41 stones are ‘pulled’ to arrive at divination – such ritualized acts are considered, 
more or less, the same thing, falling within the same category. However, ritual acts are usable 
by a wide range of practitioners so that a ritual practitioner who describes herself as an energy 
healer (bio energich) uses Buddhist prayers to White Tara and the Medicine Buddha (Manal 
Burhan), and shamans and their ancestor spirits divine by ‘pulling’ 41 stones, administer 
massage and ‘folk’ remedies (dom).  
 
The archetypal actions of ritual models the ways in which ritual elements are not only borrow-
able across practitioner ‘type’ even when they seem to belong squarely to one practitioner 
category but are also freely available to a wide range of practitioners, regardless of association 
with religion. The example of whispering (shivshih) incantation (tarni) to enliven a liquid or 
substance illustrates particularly well the unit-like and personalize-able quality of ritualized 
action. I will provide four such brief sketches:  
 
For Mongolkhaan, an elderly Kazakh fortune-teller (üzmerch) practicing out of his home near 
Ulaanbaatar, whispering an incantation to bless, charge or enliven a substance is central to his 
practice. He is an accountant by profession who, in 1995, took up the divination practices of 
his father – a man “learned by the book [Qu’ran].” His use of whispered incantations can be 
                                               
8 Many practitioner ‘types’ are linguistically formed from the noun of what they do + ch, as in an 
astrologist (zurhaich) deals with astrology (zurhai).  
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illustrated in his ritual to bring back a married man who has taken up an affair with another 
woman. At dusk for seven days in a row, the disgruntled wife reads an Arabic incantation and, 
reaching down with her right hand takes dirt from near her right foot and ‘sprays’ (tsatsah) it 
in the direction of the other woman. If the husband doesn’t come back after a week, something 
stronger must be tried. The wife brings dirt from the footprint of the other woman to 
Mongolkhaan, who whispers a specific incantation to it. The husband will come home, and at 
that point the wife must do one of three things: 1.) have her husband drink water that has been 
charged with incantation by whisper; 2.) have him eat a sweet that has been charged with 
incantation (that has first been in the wife’s mouth and re-wrapped); or 3.) have him wear 
underpants into the seam of which incantationed together with pulverized wolf’s teeth power 
has been sewn. Then, when he goes back to the other woman, they will argue and separate. He 
will come home to the wife at that point. 
 
Other practitioner ‘types’ infuse incantation into objects by whispering (shivshih). B. egch, the 
shaman (udgan) introduced above, enlivens a protective amulet (sahius) by whispering a prayer 
to it. The amulet can range from a red string worn around the wrist to a string of prayer beads, 
to a rope hung over the door frame that protects the home from evil entities (har muu yum), 
impurities (buzar), curses and gossip (hel am). She does this by dipping the amulet in milk and, 
whispering into the string held to her lips, prays to the mountains that protect and watch over 
her to please protect the recipient of the amulet, requiring the recipient’s name and 12-year 
zodiac sign to do so (see Image 1 in Appendix).  
 
Lhagvadorj, an energy healer (bio energich) practicing out of an office building in central 
Ulaanbaatar, reads incantations to objects (e.g. a porcelain cup) and liquids (e.g. milk) that her 
patients then take with them. When Lhagvadorj was a three-year old child living in Khovd 
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province, her family members and their camels and horses were outside during a thunderstorm. 
Lightning struck them; all of the livestock died but the five family members lived, and among 
them Lhagvadorj was the only one to become “energized” (energitei). Since then, “[her] power 
is constantly flowing” from her, partially in the form of (demonstrable) kinetic energy. As 
opposed to giving her energy directly to patients, Lhagvadorj explained that her “energy 
contains elements necessary to improve a person’s immune system.” Patients spend hours at a 
time seated in front of her, palms facing upwards, meditating. Distance healing continues as 
patients take home items that “clean the body and give new energy,” after they have been 
charged with Lhavgadorj’s energy by whispering incantation. Examples of such items include 
a carton of milk, porcelain coffee cup or card on which Lhagavdorj’s image and song are 
printed (see Image 2 in Appendix). 
 
Bayaraa, a practitioner of Buddhist medicine (otoch) from Mörön, picks the medicinal plants 
himself that comprise the traditional medicine (tan) he makes. After diagnosis by taking the 
pulse at the wrist, checking the tongue, and so on, he measures out the correct amount from 
one of many pre-prepared bags of medicine he has in his cabinet, and pours it into a white 
hand-made paper envelope. Just before handing it to the patient, he whispers a Tibetan 
incantation into the medicine and seals the envelope. 
 
Whispering incantation is one of many examples that illustrate the thing-like and external 
quality of ritual used by a wide range of practitioners.9 But the archetypal actions of ritual only 
takes us so far in modeling ritualized action in Mongolia after seven decades of Soviet imperial 
                                               
9 Other examples include: energy healers, shamans, and fortunetellers diving by 21 or 41 stones, 
prayer beads or coins; fortunetellers, enlightened lamas, practitioners of Buddhist medicine and 
shamans cleansing the body and/or home by juniper (artz) or thyme (ganga) incense; shamans and 
fortunetellers advising their clients to ‘spray’ (tsatsah) sand or dirt to protect against or set a curse; 
and shamans, fortunetellers and energy healers using hypnosis (hovsdol, gipnoz) as treatment method.  
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influences. When one looks to Humphrey & Laidlaw’s theory to answer the questions: How 
did the archetypes become archetypes to begin with? What are their relations to historical 
encounters and processes of change? They (1994: 155) say that ritualization and 
institutionalization require a distancing achieved through mental reclassification, and that such 
discursive models are learned through bodily habit (Ibid., 141). This likely first took place 
through pious repetition, common thinking only possible in very small groups, government 
edicts, charismatic imagination, and so on. The assumption seems to be that this either 
happened a long time ago, or the change is gradual, and that continuity – practicing as one was 
taught by previous exemplars (Ibid., 127) – is the guiding principle.  
 
However, Humphrey & Laidlaw mention the possibility for change in ritual from ‘outside’ 
influences (as opposed to differences in performance within the same ritual archetype) in a few 
places, offering groundwork in the direction I take this argument. In a footnote, they attend to 
the introduction of acts into puja rituals such as decorating the idol with silver foil or 
application of scent, both acknowledged by Jains as recent additions. Humphrey & Laidlaw 
(1994: 108) say that both are derived from the “already-established popular regional religious 
repertoire of Hinduism.” They address integration of other cultural elements into ritual form a 
second time in mentioning the seemingly contradictory elements of Jain puja as derived from 
“immemorial parts of Indian culture” (Ibid., 157): “the great rich corpus of Indian culture 
provides a repertoire of propositions and discursive episodes to which people may refer” (Ibid., 
205). This can involve the incorporation of what may seem like contradictory cultural elements: 
for example, the use of fresh milk in Jain puja rituals that goes against Jain principles of non-
violence. While “the use of items which might contain life-forms may well be covertly related 
to the Hindu reverence for the cow” (Ibid., 205), Humphrey & Laidlaw note that the ritual act 
that has been incorporated does not carry the full weight of the act. Interlocutors cited only the 
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purity and freshness of milk, not referencing sacredness of the cow that one would find in 
Hindu settings. That external acts carry with them some but not all of their previous 
associations when they assimilate into ritualized contexts is important to my argument here, 
and I will refer to it again below.  
 
In similar ways, but more recently and frequently in contemporary Mongolia, elements derived 
from shared public knowledge integrate into ritual as constitutive acts. For the sake of 
exploring the limits to which Humphrey & Laidlaw’s model is applicable, I will not give 
examples of optional addition of previously external elements into ritual sequence as, for 
example, energy healers who wear a white physician’s coat during consultation and treatment. 
Instead, the following examples illustrate acts that have made their way into, and are now 
constitutive to, a given ritual.  
 
The making of ritual from salient aspects of public life is well illustrated by Mongolkhaan’s 
ritual for the treatment of alcohol dependency, for which people visit him daily from disparate 
regions of the country. As of April 2018, Mongolkhaan had treated 8,782 people for alcohol 
dependency by water infused with Arabic incantation since 2003 (of the 38,376 total who 
visited for help with other concerns over the same 25-year period). The ritual goes like this: 
1. Mongolkhaan ‘charges’ the water inside a 2-litre bottle by whispering an Arabic 
incantation (tarni) and then blowing into the top of the open container. Repeats with 
six different bottles.  
2. He instructs the participant to drink one entire bottle very quickly and only allowed to 
pause briefly half-way through. This is done while kneeing and facing Chinggis Khaan, 
depicted as an eagle soaring above a waterfall in a large poster hung on the wall.  
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3. Mongolkhaan instructs the participant to hold the empty bottle in the left hand and raise 
the right thumb and repeat after him: “Homeland, countrymen, mother and father, 
brothers and sisters, wife and children, relatives: before you, I vow I will not drink 
alcohol again. I promise to God. Before you, I promise. Before you, I promise. Before 
you, I promise.”  
4. Mongolkhaan joins the participant kneeling to lead a prayer: “Chinggis Khaan, please 
listen to us! Our homeland is being destroyed. Mongolians are disappearing because of 
alcohol. Will you help us?” (See Image 3 in Appendix). 
5. Outdoor drills (dasgal) in the front yard of his fenced-in property. Mongolkhaan has 
the participant stand along the southern fence between the outhouse and the miniature 
wooden fence that set a picnic table and benches apart from the rest of the yard and was 
sometimes used to coop geese. Facing him, Mongolkhaan gives the orders, one by one: 
a. 49 squats. Mongolkhaan first demonstrates, and then encourages: “Bosoj suu! Up 
and sit!” 
b. 50-meter squat-walk, with arms placed on the back of his head.  
c. 100-meter run across the yard (to the rabbit and chicken coop) and back, five times.  
d. 25 vertical jumps with legs tucked.  
6. The participant takes the remaining six bottles home, and is instructed to drink one 
bottle per day, half in the morning and half in the evening. 
 
While Mongolkhaan inherited the Arabic incantation (tarni) from his father, the rigorous 
record-keeping was an important practice throughout his career as a salesperson. The oath-
taking with the right thumb raised and promises made to homeland and countrymen are derived 
from oaths of allegiance during the Soviet era, the concepts of such terms, inspired by the 
Russian equivalent, acquiring particular value in national political culture (Sneath 2010). The 
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outdoor drills Mongolkhaan appropriated from his three-year long military service in the early 
1960s. The drills were more challenging in full army attire and helmet, gun slung over the back, 
Mongolkhaan relayed to me. I asked why he had included them here, to which he replied that 
they ensure that the stomach is thoroughly cleansed by the incantation.  
 
The widespread usage of biomedical diagnostic tools in ‘alternative’ medical settings 
represents a second example of the recent making of ritual from elements derived from shared 
public knowledge. Lhagvadorj, the energy healer (bio energich) struck by lightning mentioned 
above, asks to see her patient’s initial blood work, sending them back for additional diagnostics 
mid-way through her treatment to evaluate her treatment’s efficacy. A different energy healer 
named Otgonbayar in Ulaanbaatar who heals exclusively by energy massage typically focuses 
on the nervous system and spine. During our interview Otgonbayar mentioned the importance 
of correct alignment; in order to visualize the problem and measure its amelioration, he uses 
an x-ray machine, which takes a prominent position on his desk. Otgonbayar showed me before 
and after x-ray slides, this one of an elementary school-aged boy who he was able to make 
grow taller, that one of a 35-year old woman with a crooked spine who, before energy massage 
treatment, was unable to conceive. Using only the bio energy from his hands Otgonbayar said 
that he was able to straighten her spine and she was able to become pregnant. For Otgonbayar 
and Lhagvadorj, biomedical diagnostics are constitutive elements of their healing practices. 
 
 
The material-semiotic affordances of form 
 
The examples above illustrate some of the ways in which elements drawn from the wider 
repertoire of public culture have been incorporated into ritualized action as fundamental 
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elements. Oath-taking common during the Soviet era in Mongolkhaan’s ritual for alcohol 
dependency, or the usage of biomedical diagnostics that have become constitutive features of 
energy healers’ rituals invite analysis into the process of ritual-making. One central influencing 
factor has been the (re-)construction of national culture and associated ‘tradition’ that traces to 
late 19th and early 20th century ethno-nation building, also a trend world-wide. In Soviet 
contexts, “institutionalized multi-nationality” (Brubaker 1996) and associated affirmative 
action plans of fast-tracked upward mobility among natives within their own national 
homelands to positions of power in politics, intelligentsia, academic and the Communist party 
(Martin 2001) lead to a growing sense of national homeland, especially for borderland 
Republics. As Smith et al. (1998:139) note, “in firmly linking nationality to the notion of ethnic 
homeland, the practitioners of Soviet ideology generated a belief system which held that each 
titular nation is indivisibly connected through its putative history to a particular territory that 
is the natural patrimony of that nation.” The outcome of such ideology has led to the 
institutionalization of ethno-nationalism (Verdery 1991; 1993) as in, for example, the 
incorporation of religion as majority ethnic ‘marker’ into national policy and legislation in 
Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Kyrgyzstan, as the respective nation-states “have 
come to regard the Islamic legacy as party of their national heritage” (Smith et al. 1998: 160). 
 
The expectation of ritual in wider public discourse is linked to both the fulfilment and 
enhancement of such ethno-nationalist trends. The past few decades have witnessed the 
growing availability of experts perceived to have specialized knowledge, and to the increase in 
ready-make textualized ritual: books that advise shamans in their practice or aspiring diviners 
to learn 41 stone divination; courses to become an astrologist or practitioner of massage 
(bariach); and incantations to enliven or bless mineral spring water (rashaan), Buddhist 
medicine (tan), or amulets (sahius) (see Images 4-6 in Appendix). Commodification has played 
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a large role in ritual’s reification that, as Lukács (1968[1923]) reminds, objectifies social 
relations, lending people thing-like qualities and things person-like qualities. While ritual form 
could be derived from its archetypal nature – for Humphrey and Laidlaw, a cognitive and 
linguistic prototype – such prototypes cannot be separated from the socio-historical 
circumstances within which they take place. In my reading, the prototype as static entity ‘out 
there’ adopts contextual associations in the process of re-inscription. 
 
The affordances of form highlight this dual semiotic-material quality of ritualized action. As 
Levine (2015: 7) shows, forms as “abstract and portable organizing principles” are inherently 
both material and political. Form’s iterability means that, while the pattern or shape remains 
recognizable, its meaning and value change with particular context. Forms can collide in 
unanticipated and seemingly contradictory ways, but also in ways that cause a re-ordering of 
underlying commitments. This leads to changed associations, while carrying some of the 
‘weight’ of previous affiliations: the shaman cited in Pedersen’s work whose state-sanctioned 
shamanic performance linked the practice with ‘folk’ culture, albeit with negative connotations 
at the time. The characterization as ‘backwards’ is not particularly salient today, while the 
associations with tradition and ethno-national culture have been reiterated and amplified. 
Similarly, the assimilation of Hindu elements such as milk bathing into Jain rituals in 
Humphrey & Laidlaw’s example carries some but not all of their Hindu associations; 
interlocutors cited the purity of milk, for instance, but not the sacredness of the cow. As 
illustrated here, forms are mobile and iterable, but also malleable, integrating certain 
associations in particular contexts, while others fall away.  
 
Considering Mongolkhaan’s ritual for alcohol dependency, nationalism as form is animated by 
the valorization of national-ethnic hero Chinggis Khaan, the ‘exalted master’ (ih ezen) of a 
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people. As Kapferer (1988) illustrates with the examples of Sri Lanka and Australia, the 
religious form of nationalism is animated by local lore and myth that, as reified things, become 
the focus of collective devotion that in turn create and transform political realities. Nationalism 
as form is particularly prominent in contemporary Mongolia, even for Mongolkhaan, who one 
might expect prayer to Chinggis Khaan to be considered heretical according to Islamic 
stipulation. While one might expect affiliations oriented by his Kazakh ‘ethnicity’ to outweigh, 
so to speak, national identity, one is reminded of the Soviet-era project of nation-building that 
encouraged Mongolians to consider national identity as above ‘ethnicity’ (yastan). Here 
religious, ‘ethnic’ and national subjectivities as forms appear not as siloed but integrated, 
imbricated in relations of contradiction and tension.  
 
In the energy healer examples, biomedical technologies and alternative medical treatments are 
sewn together as constituted ritual elements amidst the growing popularity of non-biomedical 
therapies. While themes that ‘travel’ with biomedical technologies – such as the propensity 
with which they dominate and structure experiences of health care are apparent (Kaufman 
2015; Good 2007) – they take on contextual associations too. Here Soviet-era fascination with 
the mystical and occult articulates with the rapid conversion to Allopathic medicine in the 
1920s that has remained the predominant medical system to present. Rosenthal (1997) reminds 
that after the Bolshevik revolution, occultist thought, symbols and practices that circulated in 
Russia and Europe in the late 19th and early 20th centuries became incorporated into Soviet 
propaganda. Occult ideology fostered early notions of utopianism, influencing the arts and 
literature and underpinning the Lenin cult. Soviet political activists who were not inclined to 
occult belief nevertheless employed their symbols, themes and techniques to sway cultural 
influences. Examples include propaganda and Socialist Realism, some ideas of which were 
incorporated into Stalinist political culture as, for example, the representation of him as a 
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“Master Magician” able to subjugate nature (Ibid., 2). Concepts such as bio energy, cosmic 
energy, telepathy and hypnosis circulated across the Soviet cultural region (Stephens 1997; 
Terbish 2017).  
 
The above details some of the factors that have helped to shape the recent making of ritual 
form in contemporary Mongolia. But what can be said about the nature of the form itself? If 
form is to be a useful analytic concept, what can be understood as external to form, if not 
content or formlessness? This concern could be addressed by attending to the ethnographic 
question, how did my interlocutors recognize ritual form? Many identify ritual with respect to 
its loose association with religion in the ways defined and circulated by Soviet-style ethnology 
as cultural expressions of ‘a people’. Whereas zasal translates to ‘fixing’ or ‘reparation’, the 
term zan üil maintains more formalized religious connotations, especially linked to Buddhism: 
burning (shataah), burying (bulah), offering (örgöh), to make scatter in the wind (hiisgeh), to 
make flow in the water (ürsgah), blowing (üleh), rolling (hörvööh) on the earth, whipping the 
skin to purify the body, and so on. These associations further suggest that the Soviet-era 
categorized ‘folk’ practices and affiliated zan üil helped to foster the expectation of ritual in 





In this article, I have engaged Humphrey & Laidlaw’s archetypal actions of ritual to explore 
the thing-like and seemingly externally-derived quality of ritual in contemporary Mongolian 
healing settings. The ‘renaissance’ and commodification of ritual amid the mass (re-
)construction of national culture present a case study in the recent making of ritual. While ritual 
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elements are borrow-able across a wide range of non-biomedical practitioners (e.g. infusing 
objects with incantation by whispering), an aperture-like model where external elements 
gradually filter into ritual to become constituted elements does not satisfactorily model 
ritualized action in contemporary Mongolia. The making of ritual occurs much more 
frequently, recently, and as a whole-sale effort than their model allows. 
 
I suggested that form helps us consider the process of ritual making differently. The material-
semiotic quality of form lends it durability and reproducibility on the one hand, while specific 
associations and meaning is generated from historicized context on the other. As forms derived 
from public repertoire incorporate into ritual as constituted elements, associations and 
underlying commitments re-order. Characteristics typical of biomedical technologies, such as 
their tendency to structure experiences of healthcare, ‘travel’ with them as they integrate into 
ritualized action in ‘alternative’ medical settings. In the process they adopt contextual 
associations. As I have shown, biomedical evaluations demonstrate the efficacy of bio energy, 
while Lhagvadorj “energized” by lightning captures the imagination in ways consistent with 
Soviet-era fascination with the mystical and occult. Nationalism, a global trend, also adopts 
contextualized characteristics, as illustrated by prayer to Chinggis Khaan, the ‘exalted master’ 
(ih ezen) of a people. Although nationalism as prayer articulates in seemingly contradictory 
ways with Mongolkhaan’s religious identity, it maintains the associations of uniting as a nation 
above ‘ethnic’ differences.  
 
A constructivist approach attuned to historical encounters and systems of power sheds light on 
the ways in which expectation of ritual in public discourse has been fostered by the (re-)creation 
of national culture more generally. Building on recent regional scholarship that considers 
cosmological entities as living “features of the world in their own right” (Pedersen 2011: 36) 
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and interrelated with political and economic realms, I have shifted focus to examine the 
historically contingent nature of ritualized action often associated with such cosmological 
realms. Shamanism and other related practices and concepts underwent and continue to 
undergo changed associations. As ritual practice and religious life in contemporary Mongolia 
has been described as ‘syncretic’, exploring the power dynamics inherent to syncretization as 
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Image 1: B egch enlivened an amulet (sahius) by dipping it in milk and praying by whisper 






Image 2: Before distributing this card to her patients, Lhavgadorj whispers an incantation to it, 
lending it the ability to heal as patients touch or rub it on ailing part(s) of the body. The lyrics 
to the song written about Lhagvadorj, “The Sky’s Stamped Lady” (Tengeriin Tamgatai 





Image 3: Mongolkhaan praying to Chinggis Khaan (photo taken by author). 
 




Image 5: “108 Amazingly Magical Incantations” booklet sold near Gandan monastery, central 




Image 6: Shamanism section at the State Department Store, central Ulaanbaatar (photo taken 
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